Other recent biographies have restored her to the canon of noteworthy powerful women of this era. These accounts, however, have included only tantalizingly brief considerations of the interplay of gender and power in a period when the presence of a female sovereign muddied the political waters.3 There were certainly those who reviled the prospect of female rule, and Isabel's rise to the throne was hotly contested on these and other grounds. Yet this should not suggest that Isabel, by virtue of her sex, was a permanently handicapped ruler. I contend instead that Isabel's political career reveals the "plasticity" of gender -which is to say that gender definitions are constantly being created and recreated.4 By crafting an image of her reign that frequently capitalized on the presumed shortcomings of the preceding rule of her half-brother, Enrique IV, Isabel's gender and sexuality and the potential redemptive power of each of these categories were constantly being redefined and refashioned.
At the time of the death of Enrique IV in 1474, Spain5 was anxious for a strong ruler that would deliver them from years of court intrigue and turmoil. Dissatisfactions with Enrique's reign focused on numerous issues of his perceived ineffectual rule: his reported inability to produce an heir, distress over his less-than-definitive campaigns in Granada, and his too-friendly relations with Spain's religious minorities, the Jews and Muslims. The peninsula was desperate for a monarch who would rule with a firm and moral hand and deliver it from the religious and political presence of the Muslims (a wish felt even more keenly throughout Europe after the fall of Constantinople in 1453). Yet the monarch who stood on the threshits adulatory tone to Isabel's own chroniclers, who, as other scholars have indicated, were unabashedly partisan in their accounts of Isabel's reign; see Phillips. For an argument regarding the significance of these chronicles in establishing Isabel's political legitimacy see below.
3The recent outstanding biography by Liss, for example, does address these issues, but the intersection of gender and politics is part of a largely narrative and chronological structure, and is rarely isolated as a target of separate analysis. This structure limits the ability to juxtapose the texts and issues that will be the subject of this article. Liss, in fact, has examined many of the texts that form the basis of my argument, but I do not always agree with her interpretation. For another very comprehensive and satisfactory biography see Azcona, 1964 . For a fruitful examination of Isabel's epistolary works that analyzes the gendered constructions of Isabel's power see Weissberger, 1997 . For an examination of the use of politically legitimizing symbols and ceremonies by Isabel and her Trastimara predecessors, see Ruiz. 4Fradenburg, 2. 5The use of "Spain" as an entity is admittedly problematic given the fractured nature of the peninsula during this time. Nonetheless, with the marriage of Isabel and Ferdinand the construct of a unified peninsula began to gain currency. The combination of their marriage unifying two large territories, Castile and Aragon, and their campaign against the Muslim kingdom of Granada seemed to portend such an eventuality. old of these demanding tasks was female. There was an ambiguous and limited tradition of female monarchical rule in the peninsula; most had acted as regents and many were a dim memory at best. 6 And certainly the general European consensus on the question of female rule was to avoid it whenever possible. Women were fickle and weak. Women lacked such qualities as reason, courage, and strength that were so desirous in a monarch. Isabel's reign, then, rested on the horns of a dilemma. She was a much-heralded monarch who could right the wrongs of her predecessors. Yet she was female. Could Castile's redeemer come in the form of a woman? The answer was a qualified "yes" if Isabel was willing to acknowledge her shortcomings as a woman and to transcend these characterizations whenever possible.
Doing so would require careful manipulations of both Isabel's gender and sexuality. Enrique's rule provided an important object lesson in this regard. Many of the attacks on the shortcomings of his reign had focused on his sexuality. He was accused of both impotence and homosexuality.7 Both of these attacks stemmed from rumors that his daughter, Juana, had in fact been fathered by one of his courtiers. He was thus a cuckolded and effeminized ruler,8 whose wife had sought sexual satisfaction and procreation from one of his trusted advisors. He was further effeminized by his detractors for his military endeavors. In a culture that prized aggressive behavior as the central sign of manliness,9 the slow and incremental nature of his Granadan campaigns lacked the decisive victory that many Spaniards desired. Finally, his reliance on Jewish and Muslim advisors further compromised his masculine sexuality.10 As Louise Mirrer has persuasively argued, both of these groups were themselves effeminized in the literature of late-medieval Castile (47-80). Therefore, Enrique's close dealings with them compromised not only the integrity of Christianity, but the integrity of his maleness. The combined power of these effeminizing critiques constituted an attack on his monarchical power. The obvious misogynist attacks on female rule aside, it was not enough to be a male sovereign; that same sovereign's sexuality had to be beyond impunity. Even in instances where they both could make appointments, they could only come at her volition. Isabel also exerted substantial control over revenues. As a result of the agreement she gained control over a diverse, populous region that was coming into its own economically at the advent of her reign. She was not hesitant to exercise this authority (even before it had been officially promulgated).12 In December of 1474 in Segovia, for example, after Enrique's death (and after performing the customary funerary and religious rites) in accordance with precedent, she announced her royal presence by presiding over a gathering in the city's main square. Afterwards the clergy and nobility who were present took an oath of allegiance to her and the news of her accession to the throne was publicly pronounced. She then rode in an elaborate procession followed by the attendant dignitaries.13 The significance of this ceremony taking place in Segovia should not be underestimated. Enrique had held title to the town and had a deep attachment to it.14 Isabel also revived a much older medieval tradition by having her procession preceded by a member of the nobility carrying a sword (rather than the scepter which was a more traditional representation of kingly power in "Liss, 106-07. 12She had also been acting with royal authority before this ceremony, making grants to those loyal to her. See Phillips, 115. "3Liss, 98. 14See Phillips, 105. The city fell to rebel forces during the civil war between Enrique and the supporters of Enrique's half-brother and Isabel's brother, Alfonso. Enrique was willing to concede the mastership of the military Order of Santiago to his conniving advisor, Juan Pacheco, in order to have the city returned to him.
Spain by this time).15 Some raised objections to a woman processing with this symbol of political power before her, believing that this was the place of Ferdinand. One of her chroniclers, Diego de Valera, however, defended the action by admitting that normally this was not something that women should do, yet in this case Isabel was exempt from such dictates since "she was and is the sovereign 'senora'" of the kingdoms (4). Additionally, the events in Segovia provided a striking counter-point to the dethronement ceremony that the rebel noble faction opposing Enrique had performed when it broke with the king in 1465.16 In Avila the rebel leaders had placed a statue representing the king on a stage. The figure was accompanied by symbols of royal power: crown, scepter, and sword. One by one, the rebels denuded the "king" of these objects, symbolically stripping him of his office. In the final blow, the statue was kicked off its chair and Alfonso, Isabel's brother, (who died in 1468) was crowned. For Isabel to raise the most masculine of these symbols in the Segovia proceedings was a clear assertion of her royal authority.
Although oaths were also made to him as Isabel's legitimate husband, all of these acts were performed in the absence of Ferdinand who was in Aragon at the time. Conceivably, Isabel could have waited for him to join her. Yet knowing that the partisans of Enrique's daughter, Juana, were likely to rally their forces, she sensed the need to seize the moment and have herself declared queen.
Despite such ostentatious displays of her power, her political legitimacy was far from consolidated. A bitter civil war ensued with various noble factions advancing the cause of Juana (a daughter rumored to be the offspring of an illicit affair between Enrique's wife and one of his closest advisors, Beltran de la Cueva)17 against the claims of Isabel and her noble supporters. The campaign to establish Isabel's claims to the throne had actually begun even before she took the throne in the wake of Enrique's death. As early as around 1468 Isabel's partisans were laying the foundation for her later political claims. The Augustinian monastic, Martin de C6rdoba, presented Isabel with an advice manual, Jardzn de las nobles doncellas (Garden of Noble Maidens). This manual, modeled after the popular genre of "mirrors for princes," had a curious twist. While its ostensible purpose was to justify and soften the blow of the seemingly inevitable rule of a female monarch (even if Isabel had not ascended to the throne, Enrique's only offspring at this point was, and SThis was also, of course, an undeniably male, phallic symbol. 16Phillips, 79. "7This rumor gave rise to the name by which this daughter is known to history: Juana la Beltraneja.
would remain, female), the work nonetheless contained overt criticisms of female "nature" with corresponding advice for how a female ruler might overcome these womanly pitfalls and still manage to rule justly and effectively. The work has been regarded by recent scholars as a contribution to the pro-feminist debate of this period.18 For the purposes of examining Isabel's attempts to establish political power, the text is still a complex treatise on the subject of female rule. While its fundamental message and intent is positive -a woman can be an effective political leader -the argument that moves towards this conclusion is more tentative. While praised for some of women's admirable "natural" qualities, Isabel is also advised in this text to avoid certain female pitfalls and to overcome the shortcomings of her sex. were faithful to their husbands. The eighth chapter outlines guidelines for conversation between wives and husbands. Perhaps these sections were intended to assuage dissatisfaction about the potential of a female ruler. Martin's expectation, as well as that of other Spaniards, was that Isabel would certainly not rule alone. As such, even if she sat on the throne of Castile, she would still be expected to be a good wife. This role would have required a certain docility and obedience that might have mitigated her capacity to control all authority, thereby placing it in more acceptable and male hands. Martin's text, then, is a mixed bag. Its very intent and the genre to which it belongs, mirrors for princes, served to underscore the possibility of female rule in Spain. In answering to many misogynist sentiments it upheld Isabel's ability to govern in her own right. Yet the text also urges Isabel to transcend certain "natural" character traits. She is also asked to understand that she will inevitably take a husband and be required to submit to him, thereby perhaps compromising her own authority. Martin's lack of misogyny in a literary world amply populated by satirical and vicious attacks on women is noteworthy, but his justification of female rule is tempered by caveats that exhorted Isabel to confront the limits of her womanly nature. Having created this link, however, Talavera's sermon moved away from its emphasis on explicitly shoring up Isabel's legitimacy and turned instead to a discussion of the traits and characteristics of the eagle that made it such a potent symbol of renewal. Thus, the sermon's argument, designed to underscore Isabel's legitimacy, is one of association. Isabel had already been clearly identified with the eagle. The task that remained was to champion the qualities of this animal. Talavera identified nine chief characteristics or habits that distinguished its character both literally and metaphorically.25 As might be expected, the eagle is the embodiment of all the qualities of the strong ruler. In addition to being brave, it also possesses a sharp and penetrating sight/insight (vista). In many instances Talavera suggests that these qualities had been lacking in Castilian leadership and anticipates the later criticisms that Isabel's chroniclers launched against Enrique. It rules with firmness and justice, for example, inspiring a healthy balance of awe and fear. Here Talavera seems to be addressing the criticism that Enrique had allowed lawlessness to run rampant in the peninsula.26 Further, the eagle avoids idleness. Enrique was often denigrated for preferring to hunt in the forests of Segovia than tending to the business of government.27
In each of these nine sections Talavera first outlined why these were desirable characteristics for religious to emulate (the sermon had first been preached to the Jeronymite monks of Santa Maria del Prado). He then identified the need for a strong ruler to possess the same. This juxtaposition of the role of religious and the secular monarch is striking. Each represented one of the twin poles of the reform and regeneration of Castile in an age where religious and political legitimacy were never far removed from one another. Professed religious were entrusted with embodying piety and virtue as an example to others. If they did not adhere to the accepted code of morality and religious behavior, how could the rest of the populace be expected to do the same? The ruler, for his or her part, had also to be morally upright and to provide an example of strong leadership from which the people would take their cue. Here, too, the comparisons with Enrique's reign cannot be accidental; his immorality was often cited as the cause of the kingdom's decay and moral torpor. The coupling of religious and political responsibility 25The eagle is liberal; it is strong; it possesses a hot and dry complexion; it is brave and spirted; it is never idle; it makes its home on the highest peaks; it carefully protects its young; it teaches its young to fly; and it is capable of renewing itself in both body and spirit. Despite its refashioning intended to legitimize Isabel's rise to the throne, the text is in some ways not unlike C6rdoba's Jardin. Some ambivalences, linked to issues of gender, are embedded in the text of the sermon. When discussing the complexional/humoral temperament of the eagle, which he had previously identified as the "queen [emphasis mine] of the birds," for example, Talavera designated it as hot and dry, which according to late-medieval medical conceptions were decidedly male attributes (549). Ancient and medieval scientific discussions of the temperament of women defined them by nature as cold and moist. This conceptualization was agreed to account for a host of women's negative qualities. Thus, for Galen "the female is less perfect than the male for one, principal reason -because she is colder."28 Her moist composition, according to Albertus Magnus, provided a "natural" explanation for her inconstancy: "Woman's complexion is more humid than man's. on the lives and passions of the great saints and Catholic men, in order to imitate them), he began by offering to "kings, princes, dukes, and marquises" biblical examples of right behavior. Noah is praised for his faith and obedience. Isaac is revered for his subjection and reverence (552). Joseph is to be admired for his chastity, loyalty, and prudence. Curiously, there is little mention in this section of war-like and forceful virtues (like those, for example, associated with the hot and dry temperament of the eagle). The emphasis is on more passive attributes. A recounting of important, but gentler, virtues may be intended to avoid attributing any "manly" features to Isabel. Even though this section was intended for male rulers, the text as a whole was given to her. Associations with warlike characteristics would have perhaps allied Isabel too closely with overtly aggressive traits which were at best an ambiguous means of communicating female strength. This focus may also reflect the original intention of the sermon; its original audience was male regular clergy who would have been encouraged to shun such aggressive action.
Where male leaders are offered these models, "queens, princesses, and all ladies great and small" (556) are encouraged to follow the example of Sarah's chastity, the Virgin Mary's humility, and the charity of Saint Martha. Thus although acknowledging Isabel's capacity to rule, the sermon demarcated a difference between male and female rulers who were instructed to follow different models in shaping their reign.
So while Talavera's Advent sermon did much to advance the cause of Isabel's political legitimacy it must also be read to contain ambivalences that undoubtedly reflected the tenor of the times. Isabel was the much longedfor monarch who could place Spain on the path to redemption. Yet she was still female and thus had to be regarded with caution and a certain amount of circumspection. Her legitimacy would rest in part on both a recognition and a subsequent rejection of her nature as a woman. If Isabel's female nature was a potential liability, then it might be surprising to realize that her sexuality held some prospect of enhancing her political legitimacy. When held against the example of Enrique's alleged sexual failings and the resulting immorality and lack of leadership that these had occasioned, there was much in Isabel's sexuality that held the promise of strong rule and redemption. The goal, then, was to provide this contrast which would elevate Isabel's legitimacy. Much of this task fell to Isabel's chroniclers. Against this backdrop, the expectations for Isabel were clear. The immediate and tangible task that presented itself was the restoration of order in the realm. She achieved this in a variety of ways. In an attempt to restore social and political order to the realm the monarchs revived the medieval institution of the hermandades or brotherhoods. In their re-founded form these were intended as police forces and judicial tribunals. Most significantly, they answered to and took direction from the crown and not local officials.34
To answer the cry of dwindling devotion and impiety, Ferdinand and Isabel revived the papal inquisition and placed it under the direct control of the Spanish crown in order to root out the unfaithful and heretical -a decision which Valera applauded. The initial target of the institution was the anxiety-producing converso population that was suspected of crypto-Judaism. Given his earlier criticisms, it is not surprising, then, that Valera 33Ibid., 87.
34Lunenfeld provides a more extensive study of this institution. applauded this decision (122-24). In fact, Valera's praise for all of these actions flowed freely: "Who could believe that kingdoms so long ruled by a tyrannical and excessively greedy government ... could be restored to peace and harmony and justice in so short a time?" (6). In a different work he continued to underscore Isabel's legitimacy by highlighting her power to restore Spain: "just as our Lord wished that our glorious Lady might be born in this world because from her would proceed the Universal Redeemer of the human lineage, so he determined that you, My Lady, would be born to reform and restore these kingdoms and lead them out from the tyrannical government under which they have been for so long."35 Apocalyptic sentiments of this type often welcomed the rise of monarchs to the throne in late-medieval and Renaissance Europe, but in Spain these took on tangible meaning for a society that had been poised for and engaged in the Christian reconquest of Muslim occupation of the peninsula for over five hundred years. Each successive king was greeted with the expectation that he would restore the entire peninsula to unified Christian rule. Success in this arena was a measure of a strong monarchy. Enrique had not met this challenge in the eyes of many of his critics.36 Chief among the criticisms of his campaign were his unwillingness to lay waste to the countryside and his reluctance to attack the city of Granada directly and definitively.37 Isabel would learn from Enrique's mistakes. By the late fifteenth century, however, the Spanish monarchs returned the primary focus to female enclosure. The monarchs had received two papal bulls to authorize their reform of Spain's religious orders. One, Quanta in Dei Ecclesia (1493), procured in response to the Spanish envoys' reports of the dissolute life of male and female monastics, allowed their ecclesiastical visitors to visit both male and female houses. The second, Exposuerunt nobis (also issued in 1493), was directed at the state of affairs in female houses and specifically empowered the visitors not simply to visit, but to alter the lifestyle of the nuns within these houses as they saw fit.45 It was with this provision that the reformers were able to introduce strict claustration to female houses. In the eyes of these reformers nuns walked a tenuous line between embodying the enormous moral potential necessary to fulfill the observance of virginity or chastity, and being female and thereby incapable of protecting these same virtues on their own. They required the protection of enclosure to ensure that these virtues would remain uncorrupted. The protection of virtue also made it possible for the nuns to perform their spiritual duties responsibly. Claustration ensured that they would not be distracted from their prayers and that these prayers would not be tainted by contact with the temporal world. That such lapses were possible was suggested by Ambrosio Montesino who wrote: "Isn't it useless to lock up the nuns' cloistered bodies, when their thoughts are in the courts and towns?"46
In a series of dispatches detailing the means by which ecclesiastical visitors were supposed to insure the observance of enclosure, the monarchs and their reformers continued to articulate their ideology of female purity and 43This despite the fact that by this time male monastic enclosure was infrequent in Spain and was rather an ideal expected primarily of female monastics. In this, Spain was in step with prevailing European trends in monastic claustration; see McLaughlin; Schulenberg. See also the Dictionnaire de spiritualit, ascetique, et mystique, "Cloture," that asserts that "In male monasteries, strict enclosure, that is to say the prohibition of leaving the monastery, is an uncommon occurrence." It finds instead that in female houses it becomes a "general rule. . At the heart of these statutes was the suspicion that even converts to Christianity might relapse and begin Judaizing, thus threatening the health and integrity of the Christian community. By the early 1490s when Talavera probably drafted this rule, the climate was increasingly tense. As we have already seen, for example, the initial target of the Inquisition was conversos.
Thus, Talavera's words seem carefully chosen. Purity for Talavera was embodied in the loaded term "limpieza," which evoked images of an unassailable cleanliness, free of pollutants. To denote taint or stain Talavera used the verb "macular" which was also laden with significance in a religious culture that looked to the Virgin Mary as In-maculada, without taint, thus signifying her lack of complicity in original sin. Conversos were even sometimes called "maculados. blood line, then conversos were doubly-marked by their taint or "macula."
They could not claim a pure Christian blood line and this impurity meant that they could never -even if converted -fully enjoy the redemptive message of doctrines like the Immaculate Conception. Talavera's theology of enclosure, therefore, was a culturally resonant and potent marriage of images of sexual and ethnic purity. Isabel's support of such models emphasizes the centrality of sexual and ethnic purity to her campaign for political legitimacy. Claustration protected sexual purity. As such admonitions to enclosure were caught up in dual characterizations of women -even religious women -as dangerous seductresses and as women susceptible to the seductions of others. Isabel had learned the lessons embodied in texts like the Jardin de las nobles doncellas all too well. Even though she had spent her tenure on the throne seeking to rise above stereotypical characterizations of women as both more dangerous and weaker than men, she expected no more of the religious women of her kingdom. Talavera's further reliance on the imagery of purity and pollutants suggested that Christianity was only truly safe when it was not only sexually uncorrupted, but also ethnically pure -a notion Isabel had supported in her reconquest of Granada and use of the Inquisition against conversos. In her various reforms and campaigns, then, Isabel had addressed many of the concerns that had plagued Enrique. Yet although Isabel had restored the social and religious order in ways that had eluded him, she still had to fashion an acceptable image of her sexuality in order to further substantiate her political legitimacy. As in earlier cases, the theme of redemption would work to her advantage. Yet less ambivalent success (than that offered by the texts of C6rdoba and Talavera) in advancing the cause of redemption would, in fact, come from the identification of Isabel with overtly female symbols of renewal and promise. The most profound example of this was the ever-increasing parallels drawn between Isabel and the Virgin Mary, particularly the doctrine of her Immaculate Conception.
Isabel was supposed to be a strong ruler and yet she was confined to a female body. Her matrimonial ties to Ferdinand softened some of the blow associated with a woman on the Spanish throne and as we have already seen, while she may have bowed to his husbandly authority in private, her public rule was forthright and unapologetic. The bearing of children (and she would give birth to five) provided an acceptable outlet for her womanly nature. Yet her role as wife and mother also placed her fundamentally sexual nature on display. Both roles would have been perfectly acceptable had Isabel not also been sitting on the throne of Castile. The mere presence of a female body in the position of monarch could corrupt and thus threaten the health of the realm. Particularly during her pregnancies (and Isabel does not seem to have observed periods of confinement while pregnant),59 her kingdom was provided with ready evidence of Isabel's complicity in the sins of Eve. Unlike Elizabeth I of England she could not disavow marriage and motherhood thereby creating a less sexualized presence.60
The task, then, was to align these roles with metaphorical images that would underscore Isabel's political legitimacy. Like Elizabeth I later in the sixteenth century, Isabel and her advisors drew primarily on an identification with the Virgin Mary. Where Elizabeth could draw parallels between her chaste sexual nature and Mary's virginity, however, Isabel's case was more complicated. Isabel's identification with the Virgin Mary would, in fact, exploit the Virgin's ambiguous sexuality and emphasize its redemptive messages.
To begin with, Mary was the theological antidote to Eve. She redeemed the sins of Eve; she triumphed "where the first Eve failed."61 One of Isabel's favorite poets, fray Ifiigo de Mendoza wrote that she had come by the grace of God to rescue the people whose lives had been lost by the sin of "una muger," which is to say, Eve.62 By the twelfth century theologians had drawn parallels between the Virgin and a woman prophesied in the Book of Genesis: "I will put enmities between thee and the woman, and thy seed and her seed: she shall crush thy head, and thou shalt lie in wait for her heel. Her support of this order underscored Isabel's support of a doctrine whose meaning transcended the realm of the religious and became a political bolster to her reign. By subsuming her sexuality in the metaphorical power of the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, Isabel was able to provide sanction for her womanly nature. She was married and had borne children, but neither of these things compromised her ability to rule provided that she was identified with the purity and sinlessness of this doctrine. The kingdom would not be corrupted by Isabel's female nature.
Isabel died in 1504 leaving behind for historians a complex picture of the intersection of gender, sexuality, and politics during this period of Spanish history. Sexuality and gender had taught Isabel some curious lessons while she occupied the throne. Most importantly she had learned that as the measure of the career of a ruler, both were flexible yardsticks that varied ac78See Stratton, 8-9 for a brief discussion of Ferdinand's support of the doctrine. 79Ibid., 9. 80Ibid. cording to circumstance. Her success in manipulating these categories rested on her ability to preserve the integrity of the peninsula and Spanish Catholicism in ways that had supposedly eluded her unfortunate half-brother, Enrique. To do so, she had to assert an image of strength and purity. Her ability to produce a male heir, for example, was a powerful use of her sexuality that testified to her strength as a ruler. Lest her carnality be celebrated in and of itself, however, she was allied with the sexually pure figure of the Virgin Mary, thereby "packaging" her sexuality in acceptable terms. When these images of sexual purity were linked to ethnic purity, the mix became that much more powerful. Enrique's perceived "soft" stance on conversos, Jews, and Muslims, for example, had ultimately been used by his detractors to effeminize him. Isabel countered this with a series of strong responses: the reconquest of Granada, the expulsion of the Jews, and the oversight of an Inquisition that tried conversos. Yet power had to be carefully employed. Even those who were Isabel's partisans drafted advice to her in such a way that she was encouraged to transcend her gender or to hide her obvious power behind things like wifely obedience. Isabel may have been early modern Europe's first female monarch, but she was also thus the first to learn about and incorporate into her own decisions the complex negotiations that made female rule during this period possible.
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